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The species-rich grassland habitats around the village of Zázrivá are located in the north-western part of Slovakia in the buffer zone of the Malá Fatra National Park. The well-preserved species richness was a reason to propose the area as a Site of Community Importance. Most of the area is underlain by various types of calcareous rocks (various limestones, dolomites, slides with a higher content of calcium) and by flysch sediments. Due to this high variability, the relief is very diverse with steep slopes and the occurrence of open rocky patches. In places where limestone is in contact with clay rocks there are active landslides with a typical relief mosaic of small hills and depressions. Most of the soils are rendzic leptosols and cambisols, locally gleysols and histosols are also present in wet locations. The altitude varies from 560 m to 1076 m. The climate is cold with an average yearly temperature of 4°C, the average July temperature is 14°C and the average January temperature is -5.5°C. The average annual rainfall is 988 mm.
The cultural and agricultural history
The first written record about the village of Zázrivá is from the year 1556. The area was colonized by Valachian people, who cut down the forests in the area and started to use the land for grazing and cultivation. At the beginning, they settled only in the current centre of the village and during the summer they moved with their cattle to graze pastures in remote areas. This practice later changed and people started to build settlements in the remote areas. They have created a very typical landscape structure with small settlements scattered over the whole area. Because of the cold climate, hay meadows played an important role, as it was necessary to make enough hay to feed the animals during the winter. Hay meadows were cut once or twice a year or they were grazed after the first cut. Remote localities were only grazed. Arable land was only of minor importance in the past, as the climatic conditions were not suitable for the cultivation of cereals. Oats and potatoes were the most important crops. Because of the occurrence of steep slopes, terraces were established in some parts of the area. The land was usually covered by a mosaic of grassland and arable land, which has been constantly changing. Some grasslands were regularly ploughed and used for several years as arable land and then converted back to grasslands. Probably due to the organic fertilization and grazing by the cattle, species-rich grasslands regenerated very quickly on such land. The village is famous for its very rich cultural traditions, which are closely connected to traditional agriculture and forestry. Several traditional varieties of cow and sheep cheese are prepared here e.g. "korbáčik" -long threads of salted cow cheese, "oštiepok" -fumed cow or sheep cheese. On the hay meadows, there were wooden buildings called "senníky" built for the storage of hay. In the village there are still many traditional wooden houses.
Biodiversity depends on the farming system
The traditional management of grasslands persisted in the area for centuries until the beginning of the 1980s when the co-operative farm from the neighbouring village of Párnica started to manage most of the land in the area. Some areas closer to the centre of Zázrivá were ploughed, reseeded and heavily fertilized. Heavy machinery started to be used in contrast to the traditional scythe or light machinery owned by small farmers. Some hay meadows in remote areas or in locations unsuitable for heavy machinery were changed to pastures or were abandoned. Traditional grassland management was performed only on a small scale, usually near to the settlements. After the political changes in 1989, the situation changed somewhat. Some of the farmers asked for the restitution of their land, which previously they had had to offer to the co-operative farm. Several registered private farms were established. Nevertheless, the co-operative farm remains the dominant land user in the region. Currently there are also several registered farmers managing usually from 5 to 50 ha land and the rest is managed on very small farms of less than 5 ha. Most of these small farmers are not officially registered and as a consequence, do not receive any payments. In recent years, the number of these small farmers has decreased very significantly. Their hay meadows, which have high conservation value, have been abandoned or are being managed by the co-operative farm as extensive pastures instead of regular mowing for hay.
